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HISTORY 
SPRING, 2009 
LUMNI 
James T. Baker, Editor NEWSLETTER 
Grand Ole Uproar Over Witches 
On March 2 Professor Erik MidcJfort 
of the University of Virginia deliv-
ered the annual H arrison Lccmrc on 
rhe eTernally fascinating subject of 
witchcraft. He focused his presenta-
tion by posing a crucial question: 
"What was so 'Great' about the Great 
\"'itch I-I unt?~ Afterward his hOST, 
Beth Plummer, discussed the topic 
with him. 
BP: I-I ow did you become intereSTed 
in the German witch hunts? 
EM: My interest in German witch 
hunting stemmed in part from an 
undergraduate paper I wrote (long, 
long ago) on 17th-century English 
witchcraft theory, a paper that focused 
Oil Joseph Clanvill, who tried to lise 
"empirical studies~ to verifY and justify 
belief in demons and witchcraft. But 
since there was an abundance o f studies 
on English witchcraft and I was fluent 
in German, l decidcd to study witchcraft 
in a German sctting.111e pieces came 
together during graduate school at the 
University ofTlibingen in the middle 
1960s. 
BP: Why has the topic of the wi tch 
hunts been so popular among scholars in 
Germany and the United States? 
EM: Witchcraft trials generated huge 
amounts of records, piles of hitherto un-
studied trial documellts,judicial opinions, 
medical opinions, theological opinions, 
pamphlcts, sermons, treatises, etc. So 
these trials became a way by which differ-
ent sorts of historians could gain access to 
aspttts of the past that had remained very 
obscure. Village historians could look into 
village social conditions. Women's his-
torians could examine aspects of gender 
relations. Medical historians could see the 
impact of newer medical theories on 
the ordinary beliefs of doctors and 
patients. Legal historians could study 
the impact of torturc on trials and 
t1.1~. eRort to reform judicial practice 
so that the innocent might be better 
protected. And of course religious 
h istori ans, both Protestant and Cath-
olic, could look at the trial docu-
ments to find out whether reform 
proposals wcre having any impact on 
the village level and whether the in-
flamed religious rhetoric of the 16th 
century was inRuencing the pursuit 
of"cvil" in all of its forms. By the late 
17th century, many people, at least 
among the learned, began to doubt 
whether the devil could actually have 
the effects in this world that witch-
craft theory declared they did. All of 
this seemed very promising to those of 
us, not just in Germany and Amcriea, but 
also in Italy, France, and Britain. We were 
trying to create a more integrated his tory, 
one that would look more like historical 
anthropology. 
BP: In your talk, you suggested a shift in 
thc study of witch hunts from a focus on 
widespread ~panic" to a focus on smaller 
instances. Are scholars doing this kind of 
work? 
EM: The best scholarship that fo-
cuses on the smaller tr ials and tries to 
downplay "panic" comes from countries 
where those large chain reaction trials 
never did amount to much: ~'mland, the 
Netherlands, Italy. There is the work of 
Marko Nenonen in Finland, \ 'Vitlem de 
Blecourt in the Netherlands, Rainer 
Decker and Ruth Martin in Italy. 
So the push is coming from the 
periphery around the lands of the 
"great" witch hunt, and slowly we 
:trC recognizing that even the cen-
tral regions were less panic stricken 
thiln we once thought. 
BP: 110w has the h istory profes-
sion in general chanbrcd during your 
career? 
EM: It has changed in some vcry obvious 
ways over the last 40 or 50 years. Women 
are now much more commonly accepted 
in academia, and topics in women's his-
tory have become main stream. One docs 
not need to become politically or ideolog-
ically committed in any wily to do a study 
of "women and witchcraft," and that's II 
big change from 1965. 
Another change is the "linguistic rum," 
that process by which historians along 
Erik Midelfort and Beth Plummer 
with other scholars in the late 1980s 
became more concerned wi th the "dis-
course" about a subject and less convinced 
that they could capttlre the social "reality" 
of the past. H istQrians have resisted this 
change more than scholars in literature 
or anthropology, bu t the impact on the 
history profession is unmistakable. We 
rarely find "pure social history~ anymore, 
I nstead, most of us recognize that all of 
human reality gets filte red through the 
culrural and linguistic lenses provided by 
our particular setting (parents, pastors, 
tcachers, friends, neighbors), and there-
fore it's just as important to sec what 
something means as it is to say "what it 
acru:llly was," 
Still another change for early modern 
European history specifically has been 
the prolifcmtion of detailed STUdies 
oflce:!1 conditions, micro-h istories, 
and of the interactions ber-.veen 
clites and ordinary people. When 
1 was starting out, the assumption 
was that we needed broad, general 
accounts, but for the past 25 years 
it has appeared that there may 
be more to be learned from more 
focused srudies that depend on 
detailed records of some local event 
or local chain of trials. 
One thing that has not changed: histori-
ans still try to communicate with a broad 
public of general readers, and sometimes 
we succeed. This makes the history 
profession more concerned with telling 
stories and with avoiding specialist jargon 
than some of the other fields in academia 
(I will refrJin from naming horrible 
examples), 
New Faces 
Adorn the 
History 
Department 
The history department can boast 
of severa l new faculty members. 
With these photographs we in-
t roduce Dorothea Browder-our 
U.S. Women and labor historian, 
Marc Eag le-our eagle eye on Latin 
America, and Chunmai Ou-our 
Asian specialist, still apparently on 
the boat coming over. 
Dorothea Browder 
Marc Eag!e 
ChunmaiDu 
Glenn LaFantasie 
Students Conduct a Stimulating Experiment 
History Department 
Marks Lincoln 
Bicentennial 
History faculty members participated 
in a number of events marking the bi-
centennial of Abraham Lincoln's birth . 
Here Glenn LaFantasic, Frockt Pro-
fessor ofCivi! Vhf Smdies, addresses 
a luncheon in Lincoln's honor at the 
faculty center. 
Alcohol Brings History 
and Biology Together 
'vVc are breaking new ground (also crush-
ing grapes and heating malt) with a course 
called A Cultural History of AlcohoL 
Working with the department of biology, 
Drew Mcl\1ichacl is using his consider-
able knowledge of the subject to enlighten 
Honors students. "flle course has attracted 
plenty of customers and promises to im-
prove with age. 
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